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Turnover Time 

Americans should turn their TV sets to 
C-SPAN today to witness an important debate. 
The citizens of the nation can determine for 
themselves whether their elected representa- 
tives trust them to take an increased .role in 
leading this country. The debate is about term 
limits. 

Term limits is, at heart, a statement on how 
our country has been run over a certain period 
of time and how it should be run in the future. 
Some might say that the demand for a constitu- 
tional amendment forcongressional term limits 
is, like a balanced budget amendment, merely a 
temporary, impulsive mood on the part of a 
public frustrated by wasteful, free-spending 
actions of an arrogant Congress. This would be 
an incorrect reading of the current sentiment. 

House Republicans see it differently) and 
that is why yre are as commited to bringing 
term limits to the House floor for a meaningful 
debate and vote as we were on Sept. 27, when 
we signed the Contract With America. ') 

House Republicans see the overwhelming 
public support (nearly 80 percent in some 
polls) as more than a brief feeling of disgust 
with government on the part of the American 
people. Rather we understand what our citi- 
zens know in, their hearts: This is an America, 
standing on the doorstep of the 21st century, 
which no longer needs or desires a class of 
permanent career politicians who are there to 
solve each and every problem. 

Admittedly, this view is a stark contrast to. . 
the history of the 20th century. The“American 
century” saw a young country grow to adult- 
hood and accept . leadership responsibilities. 
The 20th century saw two world wars and a 
Cold War that demanded an America with a 
strong federal government standing at the 
ready to keep the world from falling into 
complete totalitarian rule. Furthermore, a le- 
gitimate argument cOuld be made that between 
the Depression and the civil rights movement, 
a strong federal government was appropriate' 
at the domestic level as well. 

Regardless, the American people realize that 
..that time has passed. Today, a professional 
political class produces inertia. This, under- 
stand, is a time when technological and cultural 
change put a premium on swift response and 
adaptability to changing circumstance. The 
current state of the federal government is. 
totally unprepared for this new reality. A 20th 
century America, almost in a perpetual “state 
of war,” may well have benefited from having 
seasoned leaders whose experience was essen- 
tial for the next campaign. 

But the 21st century America will benefit 
more from having regular turnover in its elect- 
ed leaders; the 21st century America will gain 
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insight from the influx of new ideas; the 21st 
century America will thrive with continual 
waves of new leaders with fresh altefjiatives. . 
Upon doing their' period of service, these 
citizen-statesmen will return to their private- 
sector lives and remain productive resources 
for their own communities. 

House Republicans understand this vision of 
the new America and want to bring it to 
reality. That is why this week, for the first time 
ever, the House will vote on a constitutional 
amendment to limit the terms of members of 
Congress. It should not come as a surprise that 
this historic vote is being brought by Republi- 
cans. By contrast, the last Democratic speaker , 
joined in a.suit against his own state’s constitu- 
ents to challenge a term limits ballot initiative 
that had passed overwhelmingly. 

Republicans cannot by themselves execute 
the will of the American people. A constitution- 
al amendment requires two-thirds support, or 
290 House votes. Thus, we will need signi- 
ficant Democratic support. The Republican 
commitment to seeing term limits pass is 
shown in the fact that two out of three House 
Republicans have co-signed at least one term 
limits bill. Even if every Republican (230)— in- 
cluding those who currently might oppose it on 
philosophical grounds— voted for term limi ts, 
we would still be 60 votes shy of passage in the 
House. Yet, fewer than two dozen members of 
the Democratic Caucus have signed on to any of 
the term limit proposals so far suggested — in- 
cluding those sponsored by Democrats. Our 


Democratic president has continually opposed 
term limits even though his own home state of 
Arkansas overwhelmingly passed a term limits) 
initiative in 1992. 

The opposition of the president and the majori- 
ty of congressional Democrats is unfortunate. 
We hope they will consider the time and reassess 
their position (as, in fact, several Republicans 
have). As a new millennium approaches, people- 
pause to reflect upon their communal rights and 
responsibilities. At the end of the 19th century, 
the movement began for the direct election of 
United States senators. It took 20 years, but 
eventually the people’s will was fulfilled in the 
17th Amendment. A constitutional limitation on 
congressional terms is no less significant. 

This vote says to the American people that this 
is their country. It says to our citizens that they are 
entrusted with greater control. The people must 
now work harder to run their country; it’s no 
longer “autopilot” votes for entrenched incumbents. 
Term limits will give voters more - opportunity to 
meet new leaders arid analyze new viewpoints. 
Term limits will stimulate voter interest and, 
therefore, voter participation. 

House Republicans are committed. If a term 
limits amendment does not pass this year, subse- 
quent Republican-led Congresses will introduce a 
bill until one eventually passes. We invite our 
friends on the Democratic aisle to join us in 
ending the political careerism of the past to cast 
the first important vote for the new realities of 
the 21st century. Vote for term limits 

The writer is speaker of the House. 


